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 I  
Abstract 
This thesis presents a study of medical interpreting between Chinese and English. 
It elucidates the roles that interpreters play through detailed analyses of collected data, 
looks into difficulties and strategies in medical interpreting and discusses the issue of 
professional development of medical interpreting in China. This thesis first outlines a 
general picture of medical interpreting, including the definition, features, current 
development in different countries and work patterns of medical interpreting. The 
research on the roles of medical interpreters is the hardcore part of this thesis. It is 
found that the roles that interpreters play in the medical setting should not be 
underestimated. In fact, interpreters play an active role in the triad interaction among 
doctors, patients and interpreters. The four key roles that medical interpreters play are: 
“conduit”, “clarifier”, “cultural broker” and “advocate”, with “conduit” serving as the 
most basic while “advocate” the most intrusive. Difficulties commonly encountered 
by medical interpreters are further analyzed by the author, such as compact 
information, institutional constraints, role conflicts, etc. Correspondingly, coping 
strategies to deal with these difficulties are also proposed for medical interpreters. It is 
argued that integrated language skills, excellent coordination capacity, positive 
attitude are tools that interpreters should be equipped with so as to tackle problems 
arising from medical settings. In addition, the author discusses the issue of 
professional development of medical interpreting in China. It is suggested that the 
government should recognize the importance of medical interpreting and establish 
related credentialing programs. The collective efforts made by universities, training 
agencies, healthcare institutions can contribute to the professional development of 
medical interpreting in China. Finally, limitations of this study and suggestions for 
further research are proposed. 
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Chapter 1  Introduction 
  1
Chapter 1  Introduction 
The rapid growth of foreign people in China has led to an increasing number of 
people with limited language proficiency. The language differences impose huge 
restrictions for people to communicate with doctors. As a result, providing accurate 
medical interpreting services is essential for patients who do not share the same 
language with their providers as the quality of interpreting service is closely related 
to the patients’ well-being. However, it is never easy to provide excellent medical 
interpretations. The introduction discusses the rationale for the choice of this topic, 
research questions, data collection, methodology and organization of this thesis. 
1.1  Rationale for the choice of this topic 
Our globalized world is characterized by ever-increasing immigration, which means 
that a large number of people are not proficient in the language which is spoken in 
the region where they have just settled down. The language barrier encountered by 
those immigrants calls for the service of medical interpreters. With more and more 
foreigners residing in China, the role of medical interpreters is increasingly 
significant. As a new branch in the field of interpreting, medical interpreting has 
developed very fast in western countries in the past twenty years. However, in China, 
the service of medical interpreting is still mostly provided on an ad hoc basis, the 
quality of which is relatively low. Erroneous messages can be transferred, new 
information can be added and important words can be omitted by those 
non-professional interpreters. Such practice runs a high risk that can result in 
inaccurate communication, and in the worst case scenario, the deaths of patients. 
Therefore, the author firmly believes that it is of great importance for China to 
recognize the legal status of medical interpreters and promote the professional 
development of medical interpreting.  
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